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Abstract. This study reports on the 2019-2020 October-February cycle of the 
project, Blending Massive Open Online Courses in English Teacher Education 
with Telecollaboration (BMELTET). The project blends the MOOC Understanding 
Language (Futurelearn) with telecollaboration—or Collaborative Online International 
Learning (COIL) or Virtual Exchange (VE). It involves students enrolled on teacher 
education courses at both undergraduate level (from Spain) and postgraduate level 
(from the UK and China). This work discusses some of the challenges encountered 
in this 2019-2020 pre-COVID cycle and proposes, in line with other previous related 
studies, that telecollaboration is troublesome for students as it takes them out of their 
comfort zone. It does not align with what they were expecting to study at university. 
At the same time, BMELTET illustrates the gains that students and staff can make 
when engaging in such a project and its transformational impact on their beliefs. 
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‘A: Introduction 


Project BMELTET is a continuation of previous projects (Orsini-Jones et al., 2018). 
The main difference between the original cycles of this MOOC blend (Orsini-Jones, 
2015) and the more recent ones (Orsini-Jones & Cerver6 Carrascosa, 2019), is the 
addition of telecollaboration (or COIL or VE), to the students’ learning experience. 
Participants in this cycle were from the UK, Coventry University (CU); Spain, La 
Florida Universitaria (FU); and China, Xi’an Jiaotong-Liverpool University (JLU). 
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As discussed by De Lima Guedes (2020), this project is an example of a hybrid 
blending of ‘off the shelf’ MOOCs into existing curricula, in this case the 
curriculum of students engaged in, or interested in, English language teacher 
education‘. The tutors involved felt that the blend would enable students to expand 
their opportunities for reflective practice, add value to their learning experience 
and enable them to engage with different communities of English language 
teaching practice (both local and global). It was also hoped that it would develop 
their ability to reflect on online learning and teaching ‘in action’, while doing the 
MOOC and the telecollaboration exchange; ‘on action’ after having carried out the 
tasks with the partners, and ‘for action’, applying the lessons learnt to their future 
teaching practice (Orsini-Jones et al., 2018). 


The difficulties that students can encounter when engaging with telecollaboration 
is, however, documented in the relevant literature (e.g. O’ Dowd & Ritter, 2006). 
It could be argued that the MOOC blend added to the complexity of the exchange. 
This paper will report on the challenges encountered, the lessons learnt, and some 
of the positive outcomes that resulted from the project. 


2. Method 


The overarching aim of the project was to enhance ‘teacher cognition’ as defined 
by Borg (2015), “what language teachers think, know and believe” (p. 1) about 
blended learning. 


A mixed-method approach was adopted (QUAL-quant, Ddérnyei, 2007). 
Participation was strongly encouraged in the three countries, but not compulsory. 
There were assessed tasks linked to the project in the UK and Spain, but not in 
China. 


Seventy-one students participated in BMELTET 2019-2020 most of them were not 
English L1: 37 from CU (from 13 different nationalities), 19 from FU (18 Spanish, 
1 with dual USA/Spanish nationality), 15 from JLU (14 Chinese and | American). 


Students were asked to engage in five asynchronous weekly discussions in Moodle 
on the topics in the MOOC: (1) language learning and teaching in general; (2) 
task-based language learning and teaching; (3) Content and Language Integrated 
Learning (CLIL); (4) online learning and teaching; and (5) global Englishes. 


4. The MOOC used was by FutureLearn: Understanding Language: Learning and Teaching, University of Southampton with 
the British Council: https://www.futurelearn.com/courses/understanding-language. 
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Students from CU and FU also had three one-hour synchronous class-to-class 
seminars on Skype. All students were encouraged to take part in telecollaborative 
asynchronous discussions in Moodle and were divided into groups of 4-5 to carry 
out a joint group task. While there were exchanges on the first three topics in the 
general discussion in Moodle, the group task did not happen and most students 
became frustrated by the lack of communication in each group — or ‘failed 
communication’ (O’ Dowd & Ritter, 2006). The use of Moodle was dictated by the 
need to comply with the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR’°) and collect 
data from a GDPR-compliant environment. Data were mined from 


* a pre-BMELTET and a post-BMELTET survey designed with Online 
Surveys (https://www.onlinesurveys.ac.uk/) consisting of Likert-scale 
type statements and open-ended questions; 


e discussion fora in the dedicated telecollaboration Moodle website; 
* face-to-face focus group interviews with self-selected groups of students 
at the time of the visit to the UK by the partners’ from Spain (2-4 March 


2020); 


¢ individual and group interviews with self-selected groups of students from 
CU and FU after the completion of the project, in July-August. 


The data collected as above were triangulated and analysed in the light of the 
research questions below. 


* Can BMELTET support English language teachers to adopt a holistic 
approach to the integration of technology into their practice? 


¢ Can BMELTET support the identification of troublesome areas in English 
language teacher education with particular reference to digital critical 
literacy development? 


3. Results and discussion 


There were different levels of engagements in the three groups of students and 24 
out of the initial 71 participants completed the post-BMELTET survey. 


5. https://gdpr-info.eu/ 


261 


Marina Orsini-Jones, Abraham Cerver6 Carrascosa, and Bin Zou 


Unlike in the previous cycles, the anxiety about integrating technology into their 
teaching practice did not appear to have been helped by the project at the time on 
completing the survey — Figure | (pre-project 55% worried) and Figure 2 (post- 
project 58% still worried). 


Figure 1. Pre-BMELTET project survey (open to students between 3-20 October 
2019) 


29.1 1am a bit worried about using technology to teach English. 


Strongly agree Es 5 (7%) 
Most ce EE 20 (22.2%) 
Neither agree nor disagree _——————— a 14 (19.7%) 
Mostly disagree ie 23 (22.4%) 
Strongly disagree i  t—~™Y 9 (12.7%) 


Multi answer: Percentage of respondents who selected each answer option (e.g. 100% would represent that all this question's respondents 
chose that option) 


Figure 2. Post-BMELTET project survey (open to students between 4-12 
December 2019) 


27.1 |ama bit worried about using technology to teach English 


Strongly agree EEE 3 (12.5%) 
Mostly agree a 4 (16.7%) 
Neither agree nor disagree SSS eee ee are) 7 (29.2%) 
Mostly disagree ss (20.5%) 
Strongly disagree Es 5 (20.8%) 


Multi answer: Percentage of respondents who selected each answer option (e.g. 100% would represent that all this question's respondents 
chose that option) 


A very positive outcome was the expression of willingness to adopt such a blend — 
if possible — in their own context (Figure 3). 


Figure 3. Willingness to adopt a blend similar to BMELTET in own teaching 
context 


33.1 If | could, | would adopt a similar MOOC/VE blend to teach in my context/country 


storey 29ree EE 10 (17%) 
Most 2occ ET ° (335%) 
Neither agree nor disagree —S__ as) 5 (20.8%) 
Mostly disagree | 0 
Strongly disagree EE 1 (4.2%) 


Multi answer: Percentage of respondents who selected each answer option (e.g. 100% would represent that all this question's respondents 
chose that option) 
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In line with the results reported in Figure 3, in the interviews carried out in 
March and August 2020 (15 participants), the most positive outcome was the 
declarations of changed beliefs about technology and blended/online learning: 
“T used to hate technology but I am definitely a convert now” (Student X, CU, 
group interview 3/3/2020). Also, the FU participants commented in the summer 
that the project had prepared them for their teaching practice, that had had to be 
carried out online. 


Learner autonomy, critical digital literacy and some fundamental topics in applied 
linguistics (like task-based language learning) were confirmed as troublesome 
areas. These are particularly challenging for students who come from tutor-centred 
learning and teaching contexts. For example, some Chinese participants stated that 
they would not be able to integrate ‘off-the-shelf? MOOCs into their teaching as 
they would not be in full control of the material if they did so, and student might 
ask questions they would not be able to answer. 


As the telecollaborative aspect of the project was the one that worked less well, 
it was agreed to add more scaffolded opportunities for interaction in it in the next 
cycle. The most negative aspects were the lack of success with the group task and 
the lack of discussion postings on the last two topics. Most students disliked the 
Moodle interface and the Chinese partners found its access problematic. Students 
at CU mentioned that deadlines for other coursework tasks had also played a part 
in their lack of engagement. 


The actions for the next cycle of BMELTET (starting in October 2020) are the 
following in view of the feedback received: 


¢ add an element of gamification: e.g. quizzes in mixed teams; 


¢ discontinue the use of Open Moodle: difficult to access from overseas and 
not dynamic in ‘look and feel’; 


¢ use Padlet for reflections on the project; 
* use of Zoom or Teams for synchronous exchanges instead of Skype (N.B. 
Zoom and Teams were not yet available at institutional level at the time of 


the October 2019-Feb 2020 exchange); and 


e link the project to assessment in each country. 
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4. Conclusions 


On the whole it was ascertained that BMELTET disrupts students’ expectations of 
their learning experience at higher education level. This can be troublesome for 
them, but it can also be rewarding and cause a positive change of perspectives and 
beliefs. 


It will be interesting to investigate the next post-COVID BMELTET cycle in 
October-December 2020, to see how remote learning has impacted on students 
engaging in teacher education and whether it will cause a shift towards the 
normalisation of technology in general (Bax, 2018) and telecollaboration in 
particular. 


ay Acknowledgements 


We would like to thank all the students who participated in the cycle of BMELTET 
discussed here. 


References 


Bax, S. (2018). MOOCs as a new technology: approaches to normalising the MOOC experience 
for our learners; paper posthumously transcribed by Marina Orsini-Jones. In M. Orsini-Jones 
& S. Smith (Eds), Flipping the blend through MOOCs, MALL and OIL — new directions in 
CALL (pp. 9-16). Research-publishing.net. https://doi.org/10.14705/rpnet.2018.23.785 

Borg, S. (2015). Teacher cognition and language education : research and practice (2nd ed.). 
Bloombsbury. 

DeLima Guedes, K. K. (2020). Integrating MOOCs into traditional UK higher education: lessons learnt 
from MOOC-blend practitioners. In K. Borthwick & A. Plutino (Eds), Education 4.0 revolution: 
transformative approaches to language teaching and learning, assessment and campus design 
(pp. 29-36). Research-publishing.net. https://doi.org/10.14705/rpnet.2020.42.1084 

Dérnyei, Z. (2007). Research methods in applied linguistics. Oxford University Press. 

O’Dowd, R., & Ritter, M. (2006). Understanding and working with ‘failed communication’ 
in telecollaborative exchanges. CALICO Journal, 23(3), 623-642. https://doi.org/10.1558/ 
cj.v2313.623-642 

Orsini-Jones, M. (2015). Integrating a MOOC into the MA in English language teaching at 
Coventry University: innovation in blended learning practice. Higher Education Academy/ 
AdvancedHE. https://www.advance-he.ac.uk/knowledge-hub/integrating-mooc-ma-english- 


language-teaching-coventry-university-innovation-blended 


264 


The trouble with telecollaboration in BMELTET 


Orsini-Jones, M., & Cerverd Carrascosa, A. (2019). BMELTET — Blending MOOCs into 
English language teacher education with telecollaboration. In A. Plutino, K. Borthwick 
& E. Corradini (Eds), New educational landscapes: innovative perspectives in language 
learning and technology (pp. 47-53). Research-publishing.net. https://doi.org/10.14705/ 
rpnet.2019.36.955 

Orsini-Jones, M., Conde, B., Borthwick, K., Zou, B., & Ma, W. (2018). B-MELTT: blending 
MOOCs for English language teacher training. British Council ELT Research Papers. http:// 
teachingenglish.britishcouncil.org.cn/article/b-meltt-blending-moocs-english-language- 
teacher-training 

Orsini-Jones, M., & Lee, F. (2018). Intercultural communicative competence for global 
citizenship: identifying rules of engagement in telecollaboration. Palgrave MacMillan. 
https://doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-58103-7 


265 


esearch-publishing.net 


Published by Research-publishing.net, a not-for-profit association 
Contact: info@research-publishing.net 


© 2020 by Editors (collective work) 
© 2020 by Authors (individual work) 


CALL for widening participation: short papers from EUROCALL 2020 
Edited by Karen-Margrete Frederiksen, Sanne Larsen, Linda Bradley, and Sylvie Thouésny 


Publication date: 2020/12/14 


Rights: the whole volume is published under the Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives International (CC BY-NC-ND) 
licence; individual articles may have a different licence. Under the CC BY-NC-ND licence, the volume is freely available 
online (https://doi.org/10.14705/rpnet.2020.48.9782490057818) for anybody to read, download, copy, and redistribute 
provided that the author(s), editorial team, and publisher are properly cited. Commercial use and derivative works are, 
however, not permitted. 


Disclaimer: Research-publishing.net does not take any responsibility for the content of the pages written by the authors 
of this book. The authors have recognised that the work described was not published before, or that it was not under 
consideration for publication elsewhere. While the information in this book is believed to be true and accurate on the date of 
its going to press, neither the editorial team nor the publisher can accept any legal responsibility for any errors or omissions. 
The publisher makes no warranty, expressed or implied, with respect to the material contained herein. While Research- 
publishing.net is committed to publishing works of integrity, the words are the authors’ alone. 


Trademark notice: product or corporate names may be trademarks or registered trademarks, and are used only for 
identification and explanation without intent to infringe. 


Copyrighted material: every effort has been made by the editorial team to trace copyright holders and to obtain their 
permission for the use of copyrighted material in this book. In the event of errors or omissions, please notify the publisher of 
any corrections that will need to be incorporated in future editions of this book. 

Typeset by Research-publishing.net 


Cover theme by © 2020 Marie Flensborg (frw831@hum.ku.dk), based on illustration from freepik.com 
Cover layout by © 2020 Raphaél Savina (raphael@savina.net) 


ISBN13: 978-2-490057-81-8 (Ebook, PDF, colour) 


British Library Cataloguing-in-Publication Data. 
A cataloguing record for this book is available from the British Library. 


Legal deposit, France: Bibliotheque Nationale de France - Dépét légal: décembre 2020. 


